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Nezāmi’s Giant Brain Tackles Eskandar’s Sharafnāmeh: The Authorial Voice of the Poet–Scholar–Rewriter

Christine van Ruymbeke


This chapter opens with a programmatic authorial confession, indicative of a poet who considers his task as that of a scholar, committed to the ceaseless acquisition of knowledge:

	که نگشادم آن شب ز دانش دری
	نخفتم شبی شاد بر بستری


(SN 7, 88, ‘On the Nobility of this Book’, p. 930)[endnoteRef:2] [2:  All references to Nezāmi’s text are taken from Kolliyāt-e Nezāmi Ganjavi, Sharafnāmeh, ed. Vahid Dastgerdi (Tehran: Negah, 1372SH/1973-74), vol. II, pp. 912–1311. All translations, devoid of any ambition other than to propose sufficiently comprehensible functionalisms, are my own.] 


I can’t find happy sleep at night on my bed, if that night I haven’t opened the door of a [new] knowledge.

The boast may sound pompous, but it is not an empty one, and internal evidence confirms that distaste for intellectual stagnation and its corollary, audacious innovation, characterise the poetical works of Nezāmi of Ganjeh (d. 1209?),[endnoteRef:3] who lived at the edge of the Saljuk empire in present-day Azerbaijan. Ganjeh was a cultural centre in a politically unsettled region. We may surmise – as evidenced in the poet’s works – that these uncertain times and invasions achieved cultural de-focalisation, opening up the region to cross-pollination, and in turn impacted and matured its literary output.[endnoteRef:4]  [3:  This essay does not address biographical issues. In fact, very little exact information is known about the life of the twelfth-century poet Nezāmi of Ganjeh and we need to handle this information with critical caution. Also, its significance for literary analysis is debatable as the biographical should be integrated sparsely and only when relevant into the work of interpretation. For the basic facts on Nezāmi’s biography, see François de Blois, Persian Literature: A Bio-bibliographical Survey, Volume V: Poetry of the Pre-Mongol Period (London/New York: Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 2004), pp. 363–73; and Nezāmi Ganjavi, Divān-e qasā’ed, ed. Sa’id Nafisi (Tehran: Forughi, n.d.), pp. 1–217. See also Julie S. Meisami, transl., Nizami: Haft Paykar. A Medieval Persian Romance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. vii–xlvi; J. Christoph Bürgel, transl., Nizami: Das Alexanderbuch. Iskandarnama (Zurich: Manesse, 1991), pp. 585–630. For his bibliography, see Kamran Talattof, ‘International Recognition of Nizami’s Work: A Bibliography’, in Kamran Talattof and J. W. Clinton, eds, The Poetry of Nizami Ganjavi: Knowledge, Love and Rhetoric (New York: Palgrave, 2000), pp. 189–204.]  [4:  See a detailed picture of Nezāmi’s Ganjeh in Renate Würsch, Nizamis Schatzkammer der Geheimnisse, Eine Untersuchung zu Mahzan ul-asrār (Wiesbaden: Reichert, 2005), pp. 6–8. Other poets, such as Qatran, Falaki, Khāqāni, and Mahsati, also flourished in Ganjeh.] 

Considering the prevalent political mobility and multicultural ripeness conjoined with his personality as a passionate scholar–poet,[endnoteRef:5] we may calibrate Nezāmi’s work as representing meaningful progression within continuity; it stretches well beyond an attitude of ‘uninterruptedness’ in a chain of literary themes. Nezāmi has also been lionized as a representative of this dynamic cultural tradition, whose legacy extends to the later literary and art-historical production in the vast areas under Persian cultural influence. He resonates in the works that mushroomed in response to his Khamseh,[endnoteRef:6] and also in separate verses or passages quoted in anthologies and albums, or integrated in narratives by later writers.[endnoteRef:7] [5:  I have attempted an analysis of the poet’s scholarly proficiency in Christine van Ruymbeke, Science and Poetry in Medieval Persia. The Botany of Nizami’s Khamsa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007) and in further related essays.]  [6:  Asghar A. Seyed-Gohrab, Laylī and Majnūn: Love, Madness and Mystic Longing in Nizāmī’s Epic Romance (Leiden: Brill, 2003), pp. 68–9 – citing H. Dhulfaqārī, Manzūmahā-yi ‘āshiqāna-yi adab-i Fārsi (Tehran: Nīmā, 1374SH/1995), pp. 66–8 – mentions 59 nazīras (imitations) of Nezāmi’s Leyli o Majnun masnavi.]  [7:  He features with Ferdowsi and Sa’di as one of the most popular poets cited in Persian prosimetric texts. The darj-e ash‘ār (poetry-insertion) of verses of Ferdowsi and Nezāmi in several dāstāns (‘popular romances’) is explored in Julia Rubanovich, ‘Aspects of Medieval Intertextuality: Verse Insertions in Persian Prose Dāstāns’, Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam, 32 (2006), pp. 247–68. See also Julie S. Meisami, ‘The Historian and the Poet: Rāvandī, Nizāmī and the Rhetoric of History’, in Talattof and Clinton, Poetry of Nizami Ganjavi, pp. 97–128. For a mention of the resonance of Nezāmi’s poems within the neighbouring Georgian literature, see, for example, Fatemeh Soudavar Farmanfarmaian, ‘Georgia and Iran: Three Millennia of Cultural Relations. An Overview’, Journal of Persianate Studies 2: 1 (2009), pp. 24–7.] 

This chapter, limited to the Sharafnāmeh, the first book of Nezāmi’s Eskandarnāmeh, considers the poet’s particular mix of continuation and innovation, shaped by his scholarly attitude and fascination for things scientific. I also suggest here that his criticism of older pseudo-historical works and his ambition to saturate his poetry with references to his intellectual interests might have soured relations with patrons. We hear his authorial voice within several of the eleven introductory chapters to the Sharafnāmeh.  It provides an echo of Nezāmi’s relationship with his sponsors while also setting out his programme;[endnoteRef:8] the internal evidence confirms the relevance of these authorial comments. On the other hand, his accumulated scientific erudition and his familiarity with scholarly mannerisms in data treatment come to the fore in his verses. Genuine scholarship colours his attitude to rewriting and his expressed relationship with his sources. It also permeates his poetical imagery and – a hitherto little-noticed element – strives to obtain a delicate balance of harmonisation with his sponsors’ preferences. The subtlety of his response to this latter consideration has led academia astray in one particular area, as I will submit below. [8:  In preparing this article, I realised that J. Christoph Bürgel mentions several of the points I discuss here in his ‘On Some Sources of Nezami’s Iskandarnama’, in Franklin Lewis and Sunil Sharma, eds, The Necklace of the Pleiades: Studies in Persian Literature Presented to Heshmat Moayyad on his 80th Birthday (Amsterdam/West Lafayette: Iranian Studies Series, 2007), pp. 21–30. I am confident, however, that my work does not duplicate that of my esteemed colleague and Nezami specialist.] 

In choosing the protean figure of Alexander (Eskandar) for his work, the poet consciously addresses one of the most popular literary topics in circulation, be it in Europe or in the East. As Doufikar-Aerts has it, ‘in the course of the centuries after Islam a vast diffusion of the oriental Alexander tradition took place. It ramified into the languages and cultures, Christian and Muslim, of the two continents, Africa and Asia’.[endnoteRef:9] The multiple legends woven around the figure of Eskandar hold very little resemblance to the historical figure of the Macedonian conqueror,[endnoteRef:10] and we hear Nezāmi’s acknowledgement of this fact: poetry and (historical) truth have little to do with each other:  [9:  Faustina Doufikar-Aerts, ‘King Midas’ Ears on Alexander’s Head: In Search of the Afro-Asiatic Alexander Cycle’, in Richard Stoneman, Kyle Erickson, Ian Richard Netton, eds, The Alexander Romance in Persia and the East (Groningen: Barkhuis/Groningen University Library, 2012), p. 63. ]  [10:  The literature about Alexander is truly enormous. In addition to the works cited specifically in this article, I will also mention A.B. Bosworth, Conquest and Empire. The Reign of Alexander the Great (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988) and his other works related to Alexander; Parivash Jamzadeh, Alexander Histories and Iranian Reflections. Remnants of Propaganda and Resistance (Leiden: Brill, 2012); Margaret Bridges and J. Christoph Bürgel, eds, The Problematics of Power: Easter and Western Representations of Alexander the Great (Berne: Peter Lang AGM, 1996).] 


	نشايد در آرايش نظم خواست
	و گر راست خواهی سخنهای راست

	به که مايه بيتش فراهم کنم
	گر آرايش نظم از او کم کنم

	درين يک ورق کاغذ آرم تمام
	همه کردۀ شاه گيتی خرام


(SN 10, 25–27, ‘Summarising Eskandar’s Story’, p. 939)

One should not seek for the truth set in true words within the art of poetry. If I were to reduce [this work’s] poetical art, I had better summarise the substance of the verses. All the actions of the world-conquering king, I can gather them on this one piece of paper.

And he proceeds to do just that, in 48 beyts (SN 10, 28–76). This is his way of expressing emphatically that art is prominent; his work is not a historical chronicle of the deeds of Eskandar. He alerts us that attempts to contrast the poem’s contents with historical ‘facts’ would be irrelevant. 
In Nezāmi’s time, the prevalent ‘serious’ interest (as opposed to that for the Mirabilia) for the various strands of the Alexander legend continues to lie in its ethical and especially philosophical preoccupations, which are intimately related to rulership. Historical interest in the conqueror plays an ancillary role: for a millennium and a half, the Alexander-stories had been influential across the ‘ancient’ world as a mirror for princes, a manual of politics and acculturation.[endnoteRef:11] Nezāmi is audacious in tackling this celebrated topic. But, as we shall see, his characteristic commitment to science and innovation transforms his treatment of the traditional Alexandrian subject-matter into a substantial exercise in innovative synthesis. In several introductory passages, the author expresses his view on his task: this is no pretty recasting of an exhausted pseudo-historical collection of episodes; Nezāmi produces a dynamical composition, welding together existing strands of the Alexander tradition – the poet is casting his net widely and critically, also towards sources hitherto untapped by the Persian literary tradition. He also adds illustrative hekāyats, foreign to the Alexander tradition as we know it, which function on a second level of the Nezamian synthesis, integrating philosophy into the narrative. This fundamental aspect of the work cries out to future scholarship for detailed consideration, though academia has already set to work to identify sources of specific episodes, or even single remarks.[endnoteRef:12] This gives an intimation of Nezāmi’s breadth of learning and literary erudition, though in fact such research could be considered counterintuitive: we are uncorking his authorial silence. One could argue that, had Nezāmi deemed it an indispensable enhancement to the appreciation of his poems, he would have given indications of his detailed sources. He did not, and might even rightly have considered such an exercise, emphasising the patchwork nature of his composition, as detrimental to the appreciation of his new, integrated poetical creation. His silence on his sources shows sufficiently that what he wants his audience to privilege is the global product of his discerning cherry-picking: [11:  Nezāmi’s oeuvre is concerned with education and with advice, and this is recognised in the title of hakim given to the author. On the link between andarz literature and this title, see Johan T. P. de Bruijn, ‘Classical Persian Literature as a Tradition’, in Johan T. P. de Bruijn, ed., General Introduction to Persian Literature (London/New York: I.B.Tauris, 2009), p. 28.]  [12:  J. Christoph Bürgel has done sizeable research into Nezāmi’s sources. See, for example, his ‘On Some Sources of Nizāmī’s Iskandarnāma’, and Das Alexanderbuch, pp. 590–3. See also, for example, Mario Casari, ‘Nizami’s Cosmographic Vision and Alexander in Search of the Fountain of Life’, in J. Christoph Bürgel and Christine van Ruymbeke, eds, A Key to the Treasure of the Hakim: Artistic and Humanistic aspects of Nizami Ganjavi’s Khamsa (Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2011), pp. 95–106.] 


	ز هر پوست پرداختم مغز او
	گزيدم ز هر نامه ای نغز او

	از آن جمله سر جمله ای ساختم
	زبان در زبان گنج پرداختم


(SN 10, 21–22, ‘Summarizing Eskandar’s Story’, p. 939)

I have gathered the cream from each book; from each velum I have polished the kernel; language upon language, I amassed a treasure. From all of these, I selected the crème de la crème.

Nezāmi’s composite version of the story of Eskandar is intriguing for several choices. His Eskandarnāmeh[endnoteRef:13] consists of two separate masnavis, usually known as the Sharafnāmeh and the Eqbālnāmeh, probably composed with an interval between them.[endnoteRef:14] From a passage where the poet sets out the plan for his work, it seems that he had in mind a trilogy:[endnoteRef:15] [13:  I have used the edition by Vahid Dastgerdi, cited in note 1, above. For the manuscripts of the Eskandarnāma, see Charles Ambrose Storey and François de Blois, Persian Literature. A Bio-bibliographical Survey, vol. 5 (Abingdon: The Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 2004) pp. 371–409. The translation in English prose by Henry Wilberforce Clarke, The Sikandar Nāma,e Bara: or, Book of Alexander the Great, written AD 1200, by Abu Muhammad bin Yusuf bin Mu,ayyid-i- Nizamu-‘d-Din, translated for the first time out of the Persian into prose […], by Captain H.Wilberforce Clarke (London: W.H. Allen and Co., 1881) should be used with caution; but see the German prose translation, Bürgel, Das Alexanderbuch.]  [14:  There is uncertainty as to the chronology of Nezāmi’s works in general, and in particular as to the dates of his masnavis. With the exception of the fixed date of 1181 for the Leyli o Majnun masnavi, all other masnavis are undated. Storey and de Blois, Persian Literature, pp.486–7, at the end of earnest research into the matter, proposes a span of six years, between 1188 and 1194, for the completion of the two parts of the Eskandarnāmeh.]  [15:  See also Peter J. Chelkowski, ‘Nizāmi’s Iskandarnāmeh’, in Fondazione Leone Caetani eds, Colloquio sul Poeta Persiano Nizāmī e la Leggenda Iranica di Alessandro Magno (Roma: Academia Nazionale di Lincei, 1977), pp. 14–15. Note that François de Blois, ‘Eskandar-Nāma of Nezāmī’, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, Vol. VIII/6, pp. 612-14, 1998, reads this mention as referring to Nezāmi’s three previous masnavis. But, judging from their context, the verses most likely relate to the poet’s plan for three books each treating one of the three aspects of Eskandar’s tradition.] 


	جداگانه بر هر دری برده رنج
	سه در ساختم هر دری کان گنج

	کنم دامن عالم از گنج پر
	بدان هر سه دريا بدان هر سه در


(SN 8, 50–51, ‘Khizr’s Teachings in Storytelling’, p. 933)

I have made three pearls, each pearl a separate treasure, each pearl the result of painful labour. With these three seas, with these three pearls, I fill the world’s skirt with a treasure.

Old age or lack of time[endnoteRef:16] – or rather, as I hypothesise below – the disappearance of an interested patron, might have prevented the composition of a fully developed second and third part. Instead, the brief Eqbālnāmeh seems an abbreviated compound of the two announced latter parts. [16:  As suggested (with an oral confirmation by J. C. Bürgel) by Gabrielle van den Berg, ‘Descriptions and Images: Remarks on Gog and Magog in Nizāmī’s Iskandar Nāma, Firdawsī’s Shāh Nāma and Amīr Khusraw’s A’īna-yi Iskandarī’, in Bürgel, A Key to the Treasure of the Hakīm, pp. 83–4.] 

The two existing masnavis are united by the character of Eskandar as central hero, by the motaqareb metre (which is usually taken as an indication that Nezāmi was ‘responding’ to the Shāhnāmeh episode on Alexander, though see below) and by the innovation of the address introducing each chapter: to the sāqi in the Sharafnāmeh and the moqanni in the Eqbālnāmeh.[endnoteRef:17] The Sharafnāmeh tells in approximately 6,500 beyts of Eskandar’s battles, conquests and travels around the world, introducing episodes which are not part of the traditional Alexander cycle, and ending with his frustrated search for the Water of Life. The Platonic study of the world of appearance and the unreliability of pure visual perception runs as a red thread through the work. This emphasis on appearances is apposite to the tradition that credits Eskandar with the invention of the mirror and with the episodes where he impersonates others on his visits to foreign courts. The sequel, the Eqbālnāmeh, which in turn is focused on the questions surrounding Creation and life, has reached us as a much shorter, intriguing philosophical work (approximately 3,500 beyts). It again collates hekāyats hitherto not associated with the Alexandrine tradition, as well as a brief anachronistic session between Eskandar and seven philosophers who express their opinion on the beginnings of Creation, in which Eskandar and Nezāmi also take part. Having reached the stage of prophethood, Eskandar then starts on a new tour to the four corners of the world, to establish an ideal rule and monotheism, following which he peacefully dies. The book ends with brief comments on the passing away of each of the seven philosophers and of Nezāmi himself.[endnoteRef:18]  [17:  See Christine van Ruymbeke, ‘Iskandar’s Bibulous Business: Wine, Drunkenness and the Calls to the Sāqi in Nizāmi Ganjavi's Sharaf Nāma’, Iranian Studies 46: 2 (March 2013), pp. 251–72, in which I have shown how these addresses and the emphasis on Eskandar’s wine-drinking are likely to derive from Nezāmi’s awareness of the legendary relation between Alexander and Dionysius. See A. D. Knock ‘Notes on Ruler-cult: I. Alexander and Dionysus’, Journal of Hellenic Studies 47 (1928), pp. 21–30. Descent from Heracles and Dionysus is ascribed to Alexander in Pseudo-Callisthenes, I 46a (consulted online: http://www.attalus.org/info/alexander.html): ‘Our gods are famous. Rooted deep in the past is our common origin. Dionysus, son of Zeus and Semele, smitten by the thunderbolt, was born in Thebes. Heracles came from the union of Zeus and Alcmene here. They were the helpers of mankind, peace-lovers, guardians of security. They were your forefathers, Alexander. You should imitate them and be the benefactor of men’. See also Richard Stoneman (transl.), Pseudo-Callisthenes, Alexander Romance (London: Penguin Books, 1991); also Agnieszka Fulinska, ‘Oriental Imagery and Alexander’s Legend in Art: Reconnaissance’, in Stoneman et al., The Alexander Romance in Persia and the East, pp. 383–404.]  [18:  Nezāmi plays a triple role as author, narrator and character, introducing himself on the same narrative level as the other philosophers, acting as both reporter and interpreter. Similar authorial comments in different literary traditions are discussed in Anna Coons Pyeatt, Lazarillo de Tormes and the Medieval Frametale Tradition, unpublished PhD thesis, University of Texas, Austin, 2005, pp. 124-25). The comments on the author’s own passing away represent a difficulty: see de Blois, ‘Eskandar-Nāma of Nezāmi’, Encyclopaedia Iranica Vol. VIII: 6, pp. 612–614. ] 


The Long Shadow of the Poeta Cliens
Nezāmi is thought not to have been employed as a court poet, but this does not enfranchise him from the need for sponsorship. From the evidence yielded by his work, he was, if not scrambling for stable financial patronage throughout his life, at least working to commission in the hope of gaining favour and reward. His masnavis’ dedications to various rulers and the internal evidence of the topics he treats, geared towards princely interest, demonstrate the overriding importance of patronage for the poet. We do not know as much as we would like about the global literary output of the period, in order to judge whether suiting his Muse to the political climate makes of Nezāmi a typical or an exceptional ingratiating poet. Consider the following passage, brutally honest in its self-conscious courtesanship:
	به ياد برزگان برآور نفس
	بزرگيت بايد در اين دسترس 

	گهر نشکنی تيشه آهسته دار
	سخن تا نپرسند لب بسته دار

	همه گفته خويش را باد کرد
	نپرسيده هر کو سخن ياد کرد

	نيارم برون تا نخواهد کسی
	... مستاع گران مايه دارم بسی


(SN 7, 2–4, 13; ‘About the Nobility of this Book’, p. 927)

If you wish to reach greatness, sing the memory of the great ones. As long as they don’t ask for words, keep your lips shut, don’t shatter jewels, wield the axe softly. Anyone who, unasked, brings speech to memory, he trusts all his words to the wind … I have enough precious goods, [but] I do not bring them out, unless someone wishes for them.

Nezāmi thus emerges as a ‘professional poet’ and it is worth remarking that this merger of politics and finances with poetics should not lead us to consider that patronage in any way compromised Nezāmi’s poetry – though it certainly influenced it. The patrons inspired him to an unknown degree in the choice and treatment of subject-matter.[endnoteRef:19] In the introduction to the Sharafnāmeh, he mentions his patron’s full appreciation of the contents of the work, and reminds him that he is its principal impetus, thus confirming that this is not a work written at the initiative of the author.[endnoteRef:20] Dictated by these financial considerations, it is more than likely that Nezāmi’s work also champions his sponsor’s causes. A number of open questions thus come to mind. Was the decision to delve into the Alexander tradition Nezāmi’s educated choice, proposed to and accepted by a sponsor? Or was this the patron’s choice resulting from a personal fondness for the cycle of Eskandar tales?[endnoteRef:21] Or was his interest focused on Eskandar as an imperial paradigm? Was it his decision to excise the Mirabilia that often accompanies the Alexander tales? Was he collecting traditions and desiring a compilation of these existing versions? Was there a political concern lurking behind that choice, or was the emphasis on encouragement of literature gratia artis? And, in view of the change in sponsor en route as I suggest below, did the new patron’s taste echo the initial plan? Whatever the lever behind the patron’s preference, the following verses candidly express the influence of the financial on the poetical:  [19:  On literary patronage in the Medieval Islamic world, see Jocelyn Sharlet, Patronage and Poetry in the Islamic World: Social Mobility and Status in the Medieval Middle East and Central Asia (London, New York: IB Tauris, 2011). The business relation between patron and artist in the region might have been similar to that analysed for the Italian Renaissance in Jonathan K. Nelson and Richard J. Zeckhauser, The Patron’s Payoff. Conspicuous Commissions in Italian Renaissance Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008). Zeckhauser (p. 17) provides a useful comparison for Nezāmi’s probable relations with his patron, on the basis of the Game Theory ‘which analyzes interactive situations in which players usually try to influence the behaviour of one another, much as patrons strive to affect the behaviour of artists and vice versa.’]  [20:  My reading thus reaches a different conclusion from that found in the pioneering essay by Chelkowski, ‘Nizāmi’s Iskandarnāmeh’: ‘We are almost certain through the textual analysis of the prologue … that Iskandarnāmeh was not a commissioned work’ (p. 16).]  [21:  A remark suggests that the poet chose a central character that was likely to attract the satisfaction and reward of a specific patron: Craft a jewel about the deeds of Eskandar, and Eskandar himself will buy the jewel. A world-conqueror will be your sponsor (kharidār), your work will soon rise up to the stars! (Dastgerdi, Kolliyāt, SN 8, 30-31: ‘Khizr’s Teachings in Storytelling’, p. 932). J.C. Bürgel notes that the original patron, Nusrateddin, was called Eskandar (Bürgel, Das Alexanderbuch, p. 632). ] 


	چه گنجينه ها دارد اندر نهفت
	تو دانی که اين گوهر نيم سفت

	سزاوار تست آفرين گفتنم
	نشاط از تو دارد گهر سفتنم

	که بر نام ما نقش بند اين نگار
	... چو فرمان چنين آمد از شهريار


(SN 9, 89–90, 92, ‘The Praise of the Atabeg’, p. 937)

You know which treasures this half-bored pearl hides within itself! My triumph in threading jewels comes from you; it is your duty to congratulate me! … Such came the order from the prince: paint this portrait in my name!

Nezāmi’s plight as a poeta cliens finds an echo in the sighs of many whose path, ‘hackneyed by prostituted learning’, like Burns, presented ‘the Address with the venal soul of a servile Author’.[endnoteRef:22] Unfortunately, we are unaware of the exact identity of the man apostrophised in Nezāmi’s stipendiary claim. The personality of the patrons of the two parts of the Eskandarnāmeh is enveloped in historical fog. The dedications are not stable across manuscripts and editions, resulting from later interpolations and tampering with the names of the dedicatees.[endnoteRef:23] But it is also possible to read a practical response to the vagaries of political power in the region in these various sponsor figures scattered in the two parts of a work that ought to have formed the unified trilogy mentioned above. As I will hypothesise, there are other glimpses that probably confirm a brusque change in patronage. A new sponsor would be carrying a whole new collection of preferences and attitudes, to which the poet must respond or against which he needs to defend himself. From a mention of the deceased King Ahsatān (r. c. 1162–99 or later), de Blois argued that Nezāmi’s original patron for the Sharafnāmeh is likely to have been the young heir to the Sharvān-Shāhs’ throne. Incidentally, this would show the poet’s particular popularity with the Sharvān-shāhs, who also feature as dedicatees of his earlier Leyli o Majnun. This latter masnavi brings additional testimony of the overriding influence of the sponsors, as Nezāmi explains that Leyli o Majnun was written at the insistent invitation of the patron, against the preferences and wishes of the poet.[endnoteRef:24] The topics chosen by this line of patrons (an Arabic romance and now the tradition surrounding the Greek Hellenic hero) would then also document that this family’s cultural interest was stretching beyond the narrower Persian sphere.  [22:  Robert Burns, Poems: Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect (Edinburgh, 1787), ‘Dedication’, p. vi. See also Karl Holzknecht, Literary Patronage in the Middle Ages (New York: Frank Cass and Company Ltd., 1966).]  [23:  See de Blois, ‘Eskandar-Nāma of Nezāmi’, Encyclopaedia Iranica Vol. VIII: 6, pp. 612–14.]  [24:  See Dastgerdi, Kolliyāt, LM 4, 19-57, p. 450: Nezāmi recounts receiving the letter with the request to write ‘on the love of Majnun’ (beyt 25), and his subsequent hesitations to embark on a story ‘without gardens and royal feasts, no rivers, no wine and no happiness!’ (beyt 57).] 

But, de Blois conjectures – and I follow him – that the fall of the Sharvān-shāhs occurred even before the completion of the Sharafnāmeh. Nezāmi then shifted his dedication to the new strong figure of the region, Nosrat-al-Din Beshkin,[endnoteRef:25] who, from some aggrieved authorial remarks analysed below, seems unfortunately not to have been an equally sensitive literary patron with a fine aesthetic sense worthy of the poet’s demanding art. The chase for a sponsor continued for the shortened Eqbālnāmeh, and, if we may trust it,[endnoteRef:26] the dedication at its end seems an uncertain venture. In this dampening echo of the ringing words at the beginning of the work, the poet, now wrapping up the masnavi, admits he is still looking for a knowledgeable and generous Maecenas: [25:  See Storey and de Blois, Persian Literature, pp. 483–486; de Blois, ‘Eskandar-Nāma of Nezāmi’, Encyclopaedia Iranica VIII: 6, pp. 612–14.]  [26:  See Bürgel, Das Alexanderbuch, p. 663, who notes that there is a chronological problem in the relation between the rule of Izuddin Mas’ud b. Arslan (1211–18) in Mosul and Nezāmi’s accepted death in 1209.] 


	کزو نشکند نام گوهر فروش
	نيوشنده ای باز جويم به هوش

	گهر بی خريدار نايد درست
	...سخن را نيوشنده بايد نخست

	همان گوهر افشاندن بی قياس
	مرا مشتری هست گوهرشناس


(EN42, 7, 11–12, ‘Conclusion of the Eqbālnāmeh’, p. 1,452)

I am looking for an intelligent audience, who will not shatter the fame of the jeweller … For speech there first ought to be an audience, a jewel without a buyer is an aberration. According to me, a buyer is a jewel-connoisseur who meanwhile scatters jewels without count.

We shall briefly refer again to patronage as a possible explanation for the puzzling references Nezāmi makes to the Shāhnāmeh.

Nil Sine Magno Labore
Having circumscribed the topic and secured the agreement of a sponsor, the poet embarked on a comprehensive and scholarly effort to gather data:

	نديدم نگاريده در يک نورد
	اثرهای آن شاه آفاق گرد

	به هر نسختی در پراکنده بود
	سخنها که چون گنج آگنده بود

	برو بستم از نظم پيرايه ها
	زهر نسخه برداشتم مايه ها

	يهودی و نصرانی و پهلوی
	زيادت ز تاريخهای نوی


(SN 10, 17–20, ‘Summarising Eskandar’s Story’, p. 939)

The deeds of this world-encircling king, I didn’t find them gathered in one work. The words, which were like a plump treasure, were scattered in all possible manuscripts. I extracted the substance from each of the writings and wrapped it in a shirt of verses; a lot [was gathered] from new historical works, whether Hebrew, Christian (Nazarean) or Pahlavi. 

The value of this famous passage is in need of reassessment: its significance for our understanding of Nezāmi’s venture is of paramount importance. As a tantalising authorial clue about references, it immediately defeats itself by its vagueness. Rather, what the poet does is point a finger at his international sources, straddling various religious and cultural boundaries.[endnoteRef:27] His purpose in advertising his innovative synthesis is probably to draw attention to a new cultural xenophilia on the part of the sponsor’s regime, the latter probably also mirroring political contacts with neighbouring cultures. The vision of both the author and of the original patron seems to have been that cultural integration would boost the poem’s value but also the ruler’s image as a cross-pollinating influence in the region.[endnoteRef:28] It might thus be possible to view Nezāmi’s reinterpretation of the Alexander legend as the product of a scholarly purpose mirroring a political venture. On the literary level of source-gathering, the Eskandarnāmeh is an exercise in appropriation and conquest, with no anxiety about respecting the source text(s). It is a typical product of a Nietzschean ‘ascending culture’,[endnoteRef:29] and this tells us something about, not necessarily the political power of the provincial courts for which Nezāmi wrote, but rather the cultural ebullience of the period in the region. By heralding the compilation of foreign traditions which, provokingly, he does not identify except by their languages resonating with religious affiliations, Nezāmi does not necessarily wish to baffle academic posterity. His purpose is to advertise his Eskandarnāmeh as an innovative, comprehensive synthesis, integrating data selected in as many Alexander cycles as were available, and insisting upon ‘new’ sources written in all kinds of languages.[endnoteRef:30] We may surmise that, by ‘Christian’, he meant either Byzantine or, more likely, Syriac texts – probably the Christian Syriac Alexander Legend and/or the Syriac Alexander Romance.[endnoteRef:31] He also echoes the critical image of Eskandar in the Pahlavi tradition and he refers to the Jewish tradition, with its varied assessment of Alexander’s character.[endnoteRef:32] However, though unmentioned, the heart of his narrative is the Pseudo-Callisthenes Romance, ubiquitous in the Oriental Eskandar tradition: Doufikar-Aerts has analysed the Arabo-Persian tradition as shaped by the Βίος Άλεξάνδρου τοΰ Μακεδόνος composed by this unknown (Egyptian?) author in the third century AD. It forms the framework of the Arabic Alexander tradition, augmented by motifs from the Dhu ‘l-Qarneyn tradition (such as the search for the Water of Life and building the Wall against Gog and Magog), and a selection of material from Wisdom Literature (such as Alexander’s involvement with philosophy).[endnoteRef:33] Beyond these, Doufikar-Aerts also mentions the epistolary tradition, the Alexander Strategos and the Sirāt.[endnoteRef:34] [27:  For a similar reference in the introductory parts of the Haft Peykar (Dastgerdi, Kolliyāt, HP 4, 19–20 and 24–5), see Meisami, Haft Paykar, pp. xxiii–xxiv.
]  [28:  André Lefevere, Translation, Rewriting and the Manipulation of Literary Fame (London: Routledge, 1992), p. vii: ‘All rewritings reflect a certain ideology and a poetics and as such manipulate literature to function in a given society in a given way.’ ]  [29:  Friedrich Nietzsche, Le Gai Savoir: Fragments Posthumes, été 1881–été 1882, ed. M. Buhot de Launay, transl. P. Klossowski (Paris: Gallimard, 1982), p. 110, Aphorism 83, cited in M. Buhot de Launay, ‘L’identité de l’original’, in Yves Abrioux, Noelle Batt, eds, Traduction(s), Confrontations, Négociations, Création, Collection Théorie Littérature Epistémologie 25 (Saint-Denis : Presses Universitaires de Vincennes, 2008), p. 9. We may contrast Nezāmi’s freedom to innovate with Greek, Alexandrian or Roman aesthetic theories towards docti poetae, who would be critised for ‘too wide a departure from the tradition in the way of independent invention, transformation of the traditional material, or even supplementary invention.’ (George Converse Fiske, Lucilius and Horace. A Study in the Classical Theory of Imitation, (Hildesheim: Gg Olms, 1966), p. 34).]  [30:  Theodor Nöldeke, Beiträge zur Geschichte des Alexanderromans, Denkschriften der kaiserlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften. Philosophisch-historische Class 38, Abhandlung V (Vienna: Kaiserlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1890). ]  [31:  E. A. Wallis Budge, The History of Alexander the Great, being the Syriac Version of the Pseudo-Callisthenes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1889), esp. pp. 144–61, mentioned in Faustina Doufikar-Aerts, Alexander Magnus Arabicus. A Survey of the Alexander Tradition through Seven Centuries: From Pseudo-Callisthenes to Suri (Leuven: Peeters Publishers, 2010), p.3.]  [32:  Alexander is a negative character who ordered the destruction of the Iranian Fire Temples, see William L. Hanaway, ‘Eskandar Nāma’, Encyclopaedia Iranica VIII: 6, pp. 609–12. On Jewish narratives on Alexander, see Aleksandra Kleczar, ‘The Kingship of Alexander the Great in the Jewish Versions of the Alexander Narrative’, in Stoneman et al., The Alexander Romance in Persia and the East, pp. 339-48.]  [33:  For the generalising use of philosophy around Alexander, see for example Sulochana Asirvatham, ‘Alexander the Philosopher in the Greco-Roman, Persian and Arabic Traditions’, in Stoneman et al., The Alexander Romance in Persia and the East, pp. 311–26. ]  [34:  Doufikar-Aerts, Alexander Magnus Arabicus, pp. 135–93; Doufikar-Aerts, ‘King Midas’ Ears on Alexander’s Head’, pp. 62–4, 69.] 

But Nezāmi’s giant brain sees beyond this narrative synthesis. The choice of character and subject-matter is the excuse to express his involvement with philosophy. The conjunction of all these disparate traditions shapes a character embodying the three aspects of the ideal ruler advanced by Fārābi (d. 950): king-conqueror, philosopher and prophet: 

	که هم تيغ زن بود و هم تاجدار
	مبين سرسری سوی آن شهريار

	ولايت ستان بلکه آفاق گير
	گروهيش خوانند صاحب سرير

	به حکمت نبشتند منشور او
	گروهی ز ديوان دستور او

	پذيرا شدندش به پيغمبری
	گروهی ز پاکی و دينپروری

	درختی برومند خواهم نشاند
	من از هر سه دانه که دانا فشاند


(SN 8, 42–46, ‘Khizr’s Teachings in Storytelling’, p. 933)

Don’t glance inattentively at this king, who was both handling the sword and wearing the crown. Some call him the lord of the throne, grasper of kingdoms, even of the universe; others, from the versified histories about him, write about the wisdom of his royal mandate; others, because of his purity and religiosity, welcome him into prophethood. From these three seeds which the wise one has scattered, I will produce a mighty tree.

With this similarity between Nezāmi’s tripartite Eskandar character and Fārābi’s ideal philosopher-king, which has convincingly been demonstrated by Bürgel,[endnoteRef:35] we touch upon the fundamental theme of Nezāmi’s Eskandarnāmeh as a Mirror for Princes. All the elements for this view are present in the Alexander tradition: history knows him as a conqueror involved with philosophers and the Qur’an identifies him as a prophet. Several aspects of Fārābi’s political philosophy seem related to, and are ‘ultimately unthinkable without Alexander the Great and his conquests and designs’.[endnoteRef:36]  [35:  J. Christoph Bürgel, ‘Conquérant, philosophe et prophète. L’image d’Alexandre le Grand dans l’épopée de Nezami’, in Christophe Balay, Claire Kappler, Ziva Vesel, Pand-o Sokhan. Mélanges offerts à Charles-Henri de Fouchécour (Tehran: Institut Français de Recherche en Iran, 1994) pp. 65–78. Incidentally, there is also a Graeco-Roman traditional tripartite approach to Alexander’s biography that goes back to the three books of Julius Valerius’s translation of Pseudo-Callisthenes’s life of Alexander the Great: ‘Ortus Alexandri’, ‘Acti Alexandri’, and ‘Obitus Alexandri’ – mentioned in E. D. Lasky, ‘Encomiastic Elements in the Dionysiaca of Nonnus’, Hermes 106: 2 (1978), pp. 357–76, n. 14.]  [36:  Al-Fārābi, Al Farabi on the Perfect State: Abū Nasr al-Fārābī’s Mabādi’ Arā’ ahl al-Madiina al-Fādila, revised text with introduction, translation and commentary by Richard Walzer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 433; Richard Walzer, ‘Aspects of Islamic Political Thought: Al-Fārābī and Ibn Xaldūn’, Oriens 16 (1963), pp. 40–60.] 

But I would like to suggest a nuance about the combined Farabian philosopher–prophet facet of the ideal ruler’s character. This stage in the development of Nezāmi’s Eskandar as a prototype of Muhammad is not self-evident.[endnoteRef:37] Fārābi’s Perfect City has too quickly been assumed to be analogous to the religious and political community shaped by Islam. In his study of the philosopher, Vallat has a striking formula: ‘Fārābi n’est guère plus musulman que Proclus n’est chrétien.’[endnoteRef:38] The stage of prophethood which Fārābi’s monarch ultimately needs to reach is not, as has been conjectured, that of a prophet of Islam avant la lettre. Rather, as Vallat explains, the ideal ruler needs to be a metaphysicist in the Platonic sense – that is, having reached the ultimate philosophical level, which he names the ‘religious’ stage. There is no ‘virtuous’ religion but that founded by the philosopher:  [37:  See Bürgel’s in-depth discussion of this puzzling view of Alexander as a prototype of Muhammad his Das Alexanderbuch, pp. 602–9. ]  [38:  Philippe Vallat, ‘Vrai philosophe et faux prophète selon Fārābi. Aspects historiques et théoriques de l’art du symbole’, in Daniel De Smet, Meryam Sebti, Godefroid de Callatay, Miroir et Savoir. La transmission d’un thème platonicien, des Alexandrins à la philosophie arabo-musulmane (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2008), p. 122.] 


the ultimate goal of the royal or political art is indeed to conform human life to the hierarchical order which rules within the universe and first within the structure of the principles which rule over the latter. This hierarchical structure, to which one must add the definition of human felicity and of royal Authority forms, so to speak, the metaphysical basis of the royal art. It is this ensemble of knowledges which Fārābi calls ‘the fundaments of the opinions of the inhabitants of the Virtuous City.’[endnoteRef:39] [39:  Ibid., p. 129 (my translation); and Philippe Vallat, Al-Fārābī. Le Livre du Régime politique (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2012), pp. xiii–xxix.] 


This is not the place to go deeper into the far-reaching implications of Nezāmi’s adoption of this Farabian royal theory, which deserves detailed analysis. For the purpose of the present demonstration, the above brings one more proof to the case I am making for Nezāmi’s familiarity and involvement with science, and in this particular case philosophy and metaphysics.

An Academic Red Herring
Continuing the examination of the Sharafnāmeh sources, what follows is a consideration of Nezāmi’s puzzling and mostly conjectural, relation to the Shāhnāmeh. I will submit that the remarks to this effect made by the authorial voice are in need of careful reassessment, as are passages within the narrative. A general misunderstanding about Nezāmi’s references to Ferdowsi has caused academic frustration, borne of the fact that the internal evidence of the masnavi produces no confirmation that Nezāmi took the Shāhnāmeh as a model.  
I suggest here that there are no grounds for this baffling Shāhnāmeh conundrum, which has haunted our consideration for Nezāmi as a ‘rewriter’.[endnoteRef:40] I will also hypothesise that the references within the narrative might spotlight Nezami’s attempt to cater to opposing forces: the (new?) patron’s fondness for the Shāhnāmeh vs. the poet’s sober assessment of this latter ancient work. [40:  This unfortunate reputation, articulated by Southgate in 1978, is now a ubiquitous tag in comparative studies of the Alexander tradition in Iran: ‘The version of Nezāmī, as a result of excessive interpolation of non-Alexander materials, lacks unity. Nezāmī retells a series of actions without exploring the feelings and emotions of the performers of these deeds.’ Minou S. Southgate, Iskandarnamah: A Persian Medieval Alexander-Romance (New York: Columbia University Press, 1978), ‘Afterword’, p. 204. For another reticent attitude towards it, see, for example, Chelkowski, ‘Nizami’s Iskandarnameh’, p. 26: ‘Unfortunately, Iskandarnāmeh is not that quintessence of his achievement which Nizāmī had hoped that it would be.’ See also Bertels, branding the use Nezāmī makes of his sources as ‘arbitrary’ (cited in Bürgel, ‘On Some Sources of Nezami’s Eskandarnama’, p. 21); Julia Rubanovich also mentions Bertel’s discussion of Nezāmi’s attitude towards his predecessor in terms of poetic competition: Julia Rubanovich, ‘Rewriting the Episode of Alexander and Candace in Medieval Persian Literature’ ed. Markus Stock, Alexander the Great in the Middle Ages: Transnational Perspectives (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016), pp. 123-25.] 

In the following extract, Nezāmi makes an exception to his usual silence about his sources, and we prick up our ears immediately! Here is an elaborate allusion to one particular source and author, which are likely to be Ferdowsi and his Shāhnāmeh. The passage mentions the older poet in a transparent circumlocution stressed by enjambment:

	که آراست روی سخن چون عروس
	سخنگوی پيشينه دانای طوس

	بسی گفتنيهای ناگفته ماند
	در آن نامه کان گوهر سفته راند

	بگفتی دراز آمدی داستان
	اگر هر چه بشنيدی از باستان

	همان گفت کز وی گزيرش نبود
	نگفت آنچه رغبت پذيرش نبود

	قلم ديده ها را قلم درکشيد
	... نظامی که در رشته گوهر کشيد

	ترازوی خود را گهر سنج يافت
	بناسفته دری که در گنج يافت 

	حديث کهن را بدو تازه کرد
	شرفنامه را فرخ آوازه کرد


(SN 7, 118–121, 123–125, ‘About the Nobility of this Book’, p. 931)

The knowledgeable (or wise) old(-fashioned) speaker from Tus, who could decorate speech’s face like that of a bride, has left a lot of unspoken words in that book in which he has pierced pearls. If one were to say everything one has heard from the historical past, the story would be too long! He did not say what he did not enjoy, but he said the things he could not avoid … Nezāmi, who is stringing together gathered jewels, discarded from his pen what the pen has already seen. He loaded his scale with gems, with the unpierced pearls gathered in his treasury. He made the Sharafnāmeh into a glorious song; the old story was renewed through him.

Note how Nezāmi is apologising for ‘the older author from Tus’: he was not exhaustive, but has selected episodes according to his subjective preferences and only told the bare minimum of the tale. Nezāmi will ‘renew the old story’ and avoid repeating what has been written already. Rather than advertising Nezāmi’s main source and expressing his penchant for rewriting the Shāhnāmeh episodes, as this passage has mostly been understood, I submit that it contains an explicit rejection of the Shāhnāmeh’s paternity over Nezāmi’s Sharafnāmeh. The poet uses the eloquent pearl-piercing metaphor twice within these few lines to confirm the fundamental dissimilarity, first between his own art and Ferdowsi’s superficial poetic style (he decorates the face of speech, while Nezāmi pierces the pearl), and then between both stories.
Why mention a work one does not intend to use as a source? I would argue that what this and similar references to Ferdowsi do show in a positive light is only the Shāhnāmeh‘s popularity and possible impact on Nezāmi’s sponsors. The Eskandarnāmeh’s genesis is forever hidden from us, but it is tempting to hypothesise that here might be a captatio benevolentiae of an (new) audience, surprised that the work in front of them is so different from the well-known Shāhnāmeh episode. 
By the end of the Sharafnāmeh, Nezāmi has escalated from mildness to sweeping impatience, passing judgment in very strong terms:

	بر او زيور راستی بافتم
	به جائی که ناراستی يافتم

	بود خوار اگر پايه بر مه برد
	سخن کان نه بر راستی ره برد

	غلط رانده بود از درستی سخن
	کجا پيش پيرای پير کهن

	بدين عذر وا گويم آن گفته باز
	غلط گفته را تازه کردم طراز


(SN 62, 48–51, ‘Eskandar Returns to Rum’, p. 1,171)

Wherever I found untruth, I decked it out in truth’s gems; words which do not lead to truth are abject, even though they have their feet placed on the moon! Wherever the surface decoration of the old-fashioned old man made a mistake about speech’s truth, I have woven for it new brocade. It is for this reason that I had to repeat things that had already been said.

Is it too far-fetched to read frustration in the author’s admission of having been forced – against his expressed preferences – to recast some episodes for the sake of truthfulness? He is at odds with the prevailing admiration for what he terms the ‘old-fashioned elderly man, the surface-decorator’.[endnoteRef:41] This vehemence possibly also indicates that Nezāmi had to fight for his innovative version to be accepted.  [41:  The misunderstanding about Nezāmi’s alleged admiration for Ferdowsi has cascading consequences, as in this case, where the evident embarrassment among commentators about this adjective is given special mention in F. Steingass, Comprehensive Persian–English Dictionary (Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1975), p. 266: ‘pīsh-pīrāy, who adorns in front, a decorator (applied by Nizami to Firdausi)’. Nezāmi is not alone in his assessment of Ferdowsi: ‘[B]oth historians and panegyrists of [the Ghaznavid] and the early Seljuk period speak slightingly of the “false” and fabulous history represented by the Shāhnāma.’ Meisami, Haft Paykar, ‘Introduction’, pp. xxii–xxiii.] 

He is adamant that he did not base his work on Ferdowsi’s chronicle, which, from a comparative analysis of the story-lines and characters, we should even hesitate to identify as a source.[endnoteRef:42] In the case of Khosrow o Shirin, as in the case of Eskandar, one could describe the choice of the characters as secondary to Nezāmi’s aim. It is not because the former happen to be mentioned in the Shāhnāmeh that he has chosen them, but because these costume-drama characters had presumably become a byword for the destruction wrought by irresponsible love in a king’s life and career. This is what is so exactly relevant to the philosophical topic of his poem: the ‘eshq-bāzi, the love interest within the story of the two lovers, left out by the ‘older author’.[endnoteRef:43] Labelling Nezāmi’s Khosrow o Shirin simply a rewriting of the Shahnāmeh’s episode is unfair to this complex philosophical examination of different genres of love, their psychological and physical effects on human lives, and their political incidence as they influence the royal persona. I also read provocative humour in Nezāmi’s choice of Shirin as his heroine. He uses the psychological shock of defamiliarisation avant la lettre, by placing the ill-reputed courtesan of the historical chronicle in the seat of a Jungian Anima who will conduct the intrinsically lustful and misguided Khosrow to a higher level of love, and thus of living and ruling. The misunderstanding around the issue of the rewriting of stories that are presumed similar because they use the same characters has even backfired on the Shāhnāmeh episode: procrustean reading credits Ferdowsi’s tarred historical Shirin with the purity of Nezāmi’s heroine.[endnoteRef:44]  [42:  Very different is the rewriting attitude of Amir Khosrow Dehlavi, for example, who specifically mentions that one of his aims is to respond to Nezāmi. See Christine van Ruymbeke, ‘Persian Medieval Rewriters between Auctoritas and Autorship: The Story of Khosrow and Shirin as a Case-study’, in Shahnama Studies III, ed. Gabrielle van den Berg (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming).]  [43:  Dastgerdi, Kolliyāt, vol.1, (KS 11, 52–53) p. 142.]  [44:  See Christine van Ruymbeke, ‘Firdausi’s Dastan-i Khusrau va Shirin: Not Much of a Love Story!’ in Shahnama Studies I, ed. Charles Melville (Cambridge: CMEIS, University of Cambridge, 2006), pp. 125–47. See also Djalal Khaleghi Motlagh, Women in the Shahnameh: Their History and Social Status within the Framework of Ancient and Medieval Sources (Costa Mesa: Mazda, 2012), pp. 67–71.] 

Returning to the Sharafnāmeh, further considerations pile up evidence against a Shāhnāmeh paternity. In a passage at the beginning of the narrative, Nezāmi critically assesses sources on Eskandar’s heredity, among which he rejects the data found in the work of ‘the troublesome Dehqān’. Internal evidence within the Shāhnāmeh allows us to presume that this refers to Ferdowsi:[endnoteRef:45] [45:  As expressis verbis interpreted by Wilberforce Clarke, Sikandar Nama,e, p. 139; Bürgel, Das Alexanderbuch, p. 46; and Dastgerdi, Kolliyāt, vol. 2, SN, p. 1,195. ‘āzar-parast’ is another embarrassing qualifier. Dastgerdi does not comment on it. Wilberforce Clarke, Sikandar Nama,e, p. 139, has ‘fire-worshipper’; Bürgel, Das Alexanderbuch, p. 46, has paraphrased this as ‘persisches Edehlman’. But Steingass, Comprehensive Persian–English Dictionary, gives ‘āzar, Cross-tempered; trouble, grief, vexation; (in comp.) troubling, grieving, vexing; value, price’ (p. 43). Hence my suggestion of ‘troublesome’ or ‘reward-loving’.] 


	به دارا کند نسل او باز بست
	دگرگونه دهقان آزر پرست

	هم از نامه مرد ايزد شناس
	ز تاريخها چون گرفتم قياس

	گزافه سخن را درستی نبود
	در آن هر دو گفتر چستی نبود

	که از فيلقوس آمد آن شهريار
	درست آن شد از گفته هر ديار


(SN 12, 33–37, ‘Beginning of the Book and Origin of Eskandar’, p. 945)

The troublesome Dehqān [has spoken in] a different way: he tied [Eskandar’s] origin to Dārā. When I compared the histories, and also the book of the god-knowing man, [I realised that] there was no truth in either of these sayings. There was no truth in these foolish words! The truth is this, from the chronicles of all lands: that king descended from Filqus. 

Twelfth-century Nezāmi, settled in the outskirts of the Persian cultural area, under the rule of Turkish dynasties, had no reason to place paramount importance on the royal bloodline of the Iranian kings, and he gives short shrift to Ferdowsi’s jingoism and doctored Persian heredity for Eskandar (which might be an inheritance from the Persian oral tradition). The other reference Nezāmi rejects, the ‘god-knowing man’, might refer to a Syriac Christian author, who follows the Pseudo-Callisthenes Egyptian genealogy for Alexander or to a Byzantine author.[endnoteRef:46] Nezāmi stresses the Greek-Macedonian heredity of his hero, thus showing a scholarly attitude in his critical, comparative assessment of data.[endnoteRef:47] He also introduces the Greco-Hellenistic (Macedonian) key that underpins the whole work as a basso continuo, and he remains true to his intellectual honesty, which brings him to innovate on this point within the prevalent Persian Alexander tradition.  [46:  And taken over in historical accounts, such as those from Dinawari (d. 903) or Tabari (d. 923). See William L. Hanaway, ‘Eskandar Nāma’, Encyclopaedia Iranica VIII: 6, pp. 609–12. In the Pseudo-Callisthenes tradition and in the Syriac texts, Alexander descends from the Pharaoh Nectanebo. Dastgerdi, in the critical apparatus to his edition, glosses unconvincingly (Kolliyat, SN 12, 43, p. 1,195): ‘the book of the god-knowing man – this is the Shāhnāmeh of hakim Ferdowsi, which links the origin of Eskandar to Dārā, according to the history of the dehqān. The meaning of these two beyts is as follows: when I selected what is true, according to logic in the histories and the book of the God-knowing man, I did not find the flow of truth in these two sayings.’]  [47:  This critical exercise is not a Nezamian innovation. The examination of several genealogies is characteristic of the Arabic Alexander tradition. Doufikar-Aerts, Alexander Magnus Arabicus, p.19.] 

Although in the above example, and based on the internal evidence of the Shāhnāmeh, the identification of the dehqān as Ferdowsi seems possible, it is unlikely in other passages. In several occurrences, Nezāmi resumes the narrative thread of the Sharafnāmeh chapters with a formula introducing, isnad-wise, a vague reference to a source.[endnoteRef:48] Each of these is subtly different, and the first occurrence of the phenomenon is thus: [48:  Such as a ‘Mowbed’ (SN 18: ‘Eskandar’s Thoughts on Fighting Dārā’; and SN 22: ‘Dārā Holds Council with the Nobles of Iran’), or a ‘Rumi’ (SN 19: ‘Eskandar Invents the Mirror’). In the first part of the Eqbālnāmeh, the narrative resumes after the address to the moqanni, with a reference to a ‘philosopher’. This is then left out when the hero reaches the prophet’s stage. This naming of the storyteller goes back to the older Arabic Alexander tradition. See Doufikar-Aerts, Alexander Magnus Arabicus, pp. 35–45.] 


	چنين داد نظم سخن را نوی
	گزارنده نامه خسروی 


(SN 12, 3, ‘Beginning of the Story and Eskandar’s Heredity’, p. 943)

The speaker of the kingly book, innovated poetical speech in this manner. 

The mention of a ‘kingly book’ rings a tempting literary bell, but a reading of this as a reference to Ferdowsi[endnoteRef:49] is frustrated by the context: it immediately follows on the passage where Nezāmi eliminates the Shāhnāmeh heredity. The contents of the other narrative passages introduced as ‘the royal chronicles’, or ‘the chronicle of the dehqān’, are either not present within the Shāhnāmeh or are so different as to bear no similarity with Ferdowsi’s story.[endnoteRef:50]  [49:  As proposed, against all contextual logic, by H. Wilberforce Clarke, Sikandar Nama,e, p. 139.]  [50:  Dastgerdi, Kolliyāt, vol. 2, SN 13, pp. 946-949: ‘Eskandar Is Educated by Nichomachus’ (The dehqān keeper of manuscripts); Idem, SN 16, pp. 953-967: ‘The War with the Zangi’ (The chronicle of the dehqān); Idem, SN 29, pp. 1023-27:  ‘Eskandar Marries Roxane’ (The author of the royal chronicles). Note that this episode is also present in the Shāhnāmeh, but the latter bears no resemblance with Nezāmi’s story: Idem, SN 48, pp. 1120-24: ‘Eskandar Reaches the Land of the Rus’ (The chronicler of these kings); Idem, SN 49, pp. 1124-28: ‘The First Battle against the Rus’ (The world-wise dehqān with his sophisticated pleasant words); Idem, SN 62, pp. 1162-1166: ‘Eskandar Enters the Darkness’ (The chronicle of the dehqān). See also the puzzling address to the sāqi, mentioning the wine from the jar of the old dehqān: Idem, SN 11, 1-2, p. 941: ‘Nezāmi’s Desire to Versify the Sharafnāmeh’.] 

It seems probable – in the absence of verification – that his references to royal chronicles written by a dehqān refer to the Pahlavi sources he announced in his introduction. Apart from his poetical squeamishness to repeat what has already been said, the main reason for his rejection of Ferdowsi is the latter’s falling short of Nezāmi’s all-important ‘iyāri criterion:

	سخنگو بر آن اختياری نداشت
	دگر گفتها چون عياری نداشت


(SN 12, 37, ‘Beginning of the Story and Eskandar’s Heredity’, p. 945)

As the other stories do not stand the test [of truth], the speaker has not given them any credential.

This overriding concern with truth, with what is acceptable to intelligence, returns as a leitmotiv in the authorial passages, thus explaining the absence of Mirabilia, while also hammering home the philosophical necessity for truth. 

Exegesis Clouded by Intertextuality: Rewriting the Contest of the Painters
Let us now consider Nezāmi in action through the following case study where he translates a philosophical issue into poetry. The Contest of the Painters is not part of the Alexander tradition.[endnoteRef:51] Nezāmi is not its inventor, though it is his innovative decision to insert the episode within the structure of the Sharafnāmeh, and this fact highlights the hekāyat’s value at this precise place within the narrative. We do not know its origin, but within the timespan of roughly 50 years beyond either end of Nezāmi’s lifetime, two other Persian authors, the theologian Muhammad al-Ghazāli (d. 1111) and the mystic Mowlana Rumi (d. 1273),[endnoteRef:52] neither involved with the Alexander cycle, used this particular story, each in order to illustrate their own theories. Here is the episode as it appears in its most popular form, in Rumi’s Masnavi. A king decides to organise a contest between two groups of artists. He installs them in a big room which is separated by a curtain and orders each group to decorate the opposite walls of the room. The painters from Chin are obnoxious and demand many expensive pigments, generously provided at great cost by the king. When everyone is ready, the curtain that separates the room is lifted and the king stands in the middle, astonished. The decorations of both facing walls are identical. It eventually transpires that, while the talented artists of Chin were painting a lovely scene on their wall, the Rumis did the opposite: they got rid of design and colour and polished their wall till it was purified and reflected the opposite picture like a mirror, making it appear more brilliant. They exemplify a Sufi attitude, which Rumi wants his audience to attempt. [51:  Neither is it present in Ferdowsi’s version of the Alexander Romance, or in any other of the versions current within the whole Iranian-Asian world descending from the work of the Pseudo-Callisthenes. This was confirmed to me in private correspondence with Richard Stoneman.]  [52:  Jalal al-Din Rūmi, The Mathnawi of Jalalu’ddin Rūmi, edited from the oldest manuscripts available, with critical notes, translation and commentary, by Reynard Nicholson, 8 vols (London: Gibb, 1925–1940), vol. I, ll. 3,465–3,499. The secondary literature around the mystical teachings of Rūmi is copious. For a comprehensive introduction, see Franklin D. Lewis, Rūmi, Past and Present, East and West: The Life, Teachings and Poetry of Jalal al-Din Rūmi (Oxford: Oneworld, 2001).] 


Rumi presumably adapted this episode from the version proposed by al-Ghazāli, who used it to examine the various qualities of knowledge and the contrast between acquired knowledge created by abstracting truths from sensibles (as do the hokamā’ and ‘olamā’), and received illumination of divine origin (as that of the owliyā’ – ‘the friends of God’). The soul’s perception of the sensory experience is superior to the sensory experience itself.[endnoteRef:53] Rumi makes a lightweight use of the story to illustrate a facet of progression on the Sufi path: rather than seeking knowledge in books, one ought to purify one’s soul of all exterior knowledge, which covers it as does rust, as a cloud covers the sun and the moon. Purify, reject outside knowledge, and your pure soul will be able to receive and reflect divine light. [53:  Ghazāli uses the story in two of his works: the Arabic al-Mizān al-‘Amal, ed. Sulaymān Dunyā (Cairo: Dar al-Ma’ref, 1964), pp. 207–8, and its Persian paraphrase (Ih’ya ‘ouloum ed-din ou vivification des sciences de la foi, analysed and indexed by G.-H. Bousquet (Paris: Institut d’Etudes Orientales de la Faculté des Lettres d’Alger, vol. XV, 1955), pp. 211–13), without any major shift in meaning. See Jules Janssens, ‘L’âme-miroir: Al-Gazālī entre philosophie et mysticisme’, in De Smet et al., Miroir et Savoir, pp. 203–17.] 

The presence of this story within the fibre of the Sharafnāmeh, with its red thread examining Eskandar’s relation to the world of appearance and mirrors, is apposite. Nezāmi’s art as a storyteller is also obvious in the care with which he has placed the story within the narrative’s structure: at a moment when Eskandar happens to be interacting with Chinis, who traditionally enjoy the reputation of being excellent painters. The poet does not mention his source. The episode’s significance departs from its treatment by either Ghazāli or Rumi and suggests that the poet was able to conceptualise different uses for the story’s remit, or that he tapped a different source.[endnoteRef:54]  [54:  Nezāmi, Kolliyat, pp. 1,105–6; Wilberforce Clarke, Sikandar Nama,e, pp. 638–42; and Bürgel, Das Alexanderbuch, pp. 288–91. This version is referred to in scholarly art-historical studies, which derive from it information on how visual representations were considered in Medieval Islamic societies. In ‘Nizami on Painters and Painting’, in Richard Ettinghausen, ed., Islamic Art in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1971), pp. 9–21, Priscilla Soucek argues that Nezāmi tries to mention representational art in a way that will dispel the suspicions of the theologically minded: he shows that painting is as harmless as a reflection in a mirror. This interesting art-historical interpretation deals with what is only a side issue, and cannot be considered Nezāmi’s reason for citing this contest.] 

The majles discussion during which the contest is decided, ranges painting among arts such as neyrang (magic, sorcery), afsungari (magic, incantation) and jādu’i-hā necromancy, witchcraft). Within the work’s global theme of the temporal ruler’s philosophical education, this particular story plays on the suspicion with which the mind ought to receive visual impressions. 
The Sharafnāmeh is showing us this early philosophical education of Eskandar. Philosophy is of overriding importance within a ruler’s education, as voiced in Plato’s gloomy caveat: ‘There will be no end to the suffering for our cities and for the human race, as long as our present kings and rulers will not become true, real philosophers, as long as political power and philosophy are not united and as long as all those whose inclination is to pursue the former without the latter will not be forcefully restrained.’[endnoteRef:55]  [55:  Plato, Complete Works, ed. with introduction and notes by John M. Cooper (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett, 1997), ‘Republic’, V, 473d. ] 

Plato’s formative thoughts on rulership have pollinated Islamic countries and Nezāmi’s awareness of Platonism might well have come through Fārābi.[endnoteRef:56] The poet uses this hekāyat as an illustration of the seminal problem of perception as treated in the Theaetetes.[endnoteRef:57] The absence of an absolute winner of the contest in his version is the most immediately striking detail: [56:  Al-Fārābi, Al Farabi on the Perfect State, p. 6.]  [57:  Plato, Complete Works, ‘Theaetetes’.] 


	مصقل همی کرد چينی سرای
	به صورتگری بود رومی به پای

	به افروزش اين سو پذيرنده شد
	هر آن نقش کان صفه گيرنده شد

	که هست از بصر هر دو را ياوری
	بر آن رفت فتوی دران داوری

	گه صقل چينی بود چيره دست
	نداند چو رومی کسی نقش بست


(SN 44, 42–45, ‘The Contest of the Rumi and Chini Painters’, p. 1,106)

The Rumi was up and about painting, [meanwhile] the Chini was polishing his domain. Any painting that that room was receiving, this side was reflecting it through polishing. In this [contest] came the fatwa, that, according to [the sense of] vision, each one deserves victory: no-one can draw like the Rumi; in the realm of polishing, the Chini has the upper hand 

The contest peters out, with no winner: the art of painting and the skill in polishing are placed on par with one another. The point is not about rating the artists, but about denouncing the value of visual discovery: it is the onlooker who is important, not the artists. The crux of Nezāmi’s story occurs when the baffled king sits in the middle of the room and gazes now to one wall, now to the other, unable to see any difference. For him, because the painting and its reflection look the same, they are equal, echoing Protagoras’s statement, reported by Plato, that ‘knowledge is perception’: 

	درين و در آن کرد نيکو نگاه
	ميان دو پرگار بنشست شاه

	نه پی برد بر پرده رازشان
	نه بشناخت از يکديگر بازشان

	نشد صورت حال بر وی درست
	بسی راز از آن در نظر باز جست

	که اين می پذيرفت و آن می نمود
	بلی در ميانه يکی فرق بود

	بديع آمد آن نقش فرزانه را
	چو فرزانه ديد آن دو بتخانه را

	کزان نقش سر رشته ای باز يافت
	درستی طلب کرد و چندان شتافت


(SN 44, 29–34, ‘The Contest of the Rumi and Chini Painters’, p. 1,106)

The king sat in between the two drawings; he threw a keen look at the one and the other. Unable to distinguish them from each other, he was unable to pass beyond the veil of their secret. A long time he sought their secret with his gaze, but the state of the case remained out of focus for him. Yes, there was one difference between them: this [wall] received and that one showed. When the sage saw these two idol temples (murals), these drawings astonished him. He searched for the truth and busied himself so much that he found the tip of the thread [to unravel] these drawings.

The Farzāneh, the sage, is aware of the difference between the perceptual and the reflective uses of the mind. He goes to a lot of trouble (we hear an echo of Plato’s mental investigation)[endnoteRef:58], exercising logical deduction; he orders for the curtain to be put back in place, and notices that the wall of the Chinis is now blank. When once more the curtain is removed, the mural reappears. The wise man now understands, because he has used his intellect to interpret what his eyes showed him. Knowledge is acquired by reflection, not by trusting sensual perception.[endnoteRef:59] [58:   έπισκέψασθαι (Plato, Theaethetes 186 b8).]  [59:  See J. M. Cooper, ‘Plato on Sense-Perception and Knowledge (Theaetetus, 184–186)’, Phronesis 15 (1970), pp. 123–46.] 

I have untangled elsewhere how the net of parallelisms between this hekāyat and the context in which it appears helps decode the philosophical purpose behind Nezāmi’s story. The context is that of Eskandar’s dealings with the Khāqān of Chin, and focuses on the awareness of deceptive appearances encouraged by reliance on the senses – in this instance, on sight.[endnoteRef:60] This particular problem occurs several times for Nezāmi’s Eskandar, thus stressing that, on his learning curve to becoming an ideal monarch–philosopher, it is essential that Eskandar be aware that ‘in αίσθησις [perception] one does not grasp ούσία [existence] and truth … it is only in reflective judgment that the power to judge about the ούσία of anything is evinced’.[endnoteRef:61] [60:  See Christine van Ruymbeke, ‘L’histoire du Concours des peintres Rumis et Chinis chez Nizami et Rumi. Deux aspects du miroir’, in De Smet et al., Miroir et Savoir, pp. 273–91.]  [61:  Cooper, ‘Plato on Sense-Perception’, pp. 138–9. ] 

Thus, like Ghazāli before him, Nezāmi uses the story as a prop to reflect on the knowledge created by the perception of sensibles. But while the older philosopher contrasts this knowledge with the pure, divine knowledge that does not need perception, the poet shifts the focus onto the perceiver’s inability to understand perception’s significance without mental effort. 

‘Why Are You Laughing?’ Asked the King 
I have taken Nezāmi’s authorial intentions seriously, as they shed invaluable light on his ambitions not only as author, rewriter and poeta doctus, but also as poeta cliens. This has developed our understanding of his learned approach to his chosen Eskandar topic, his philosophical agenda, and the intellectual fundaments of his synthesis of the various traditions that were available to him. In so doing, I have redressed our view of his relation to his most famous predecessor, and hypothesised the struggle to satisfy several patrons-sponsors with their foundational impact on the burgeoning poem; an impact which might have been positive, or otherwise. I have then examined a particular episode illustrating the poet’s philosophical purpose. 
Another dimension of the poeta doctus has hitherto been left aside, which I would like to mention by way of a conclusion: the presence of scholarship and science woven within the poetical imagery of his work. The importance of the linguistic level is arguably greater than any other approach to a particular poet or poem:

	بسختی توان زادن از راه فکر
	بدين دلفريبی سخنهای بکر

	نه هرکس سزای سخن گفتن است
	سخن گفتن بکر جان سفتن است


(SN 7, 92–93, ‘About the Nobility of this Book’, p. 930)

Virgin words of such delight can only be born through intellectual labouring. To speak in virgin words is to drill a hole through the soul; not everyone is capable of creating speech [in such a manner].

Across centuries and cultural spheres, this understanding of poetry’s essence is rephrased by J. Cohen as follows: ‘a poet is a poet, not because of what he has thought or felt, but because he has said it. He is a creator, not of ideas, but of words. His genius rests entirely on verbal invention.’[endnoteRef:62] [62:  Jean Cohen, Structure du langage poétique (Paris: Flammarion, 2009 [1966]), p. 41 (my translation).] 

It is a testimony to Nezāmi’s overriding interest in scholarly pursuits that he uses references and imagery relating to science as a linguistic and poetic tool.[endnoteRef:63] Unobtrusive and unostentatious, they may remain undetected within the narrative. One particular favourite of mine is the moment when Eskandar and his tired army cross from India to China, and reach the roof of Tibet: [63:  Van Ruymbeke, Science and Poetry in Medieval Persia.] 


	به خنده در آمد همه لشکرش
	چو بر اوج تبت رسيد افسرش

	به جائی که بر خود ببايد گريست
	بپرسيد کاين خنده از بهر چيست

	کند مرد را بی سبب خنده ناک
	نمودند کين زعفران گونه خاک


(SN 42,18–20, ‘Eskandar Travels from Hindustan to Chin’, pp. 1,086–7)

When his crown reached the zenith of Tibet, his whole army started to laugh. He asked: ‘What is the reason for this laughing fit, in a place where one ought to cry over oneself?’ They answered that [it was] the saffron-coloured dust [that] made the men laugh without reason.

This anecdote is irrelevant in the narrative, and can thus only be explained by the poet’s amusement at inserting puzzling details that require some botanical and pharmacological knowledge to unravel. Saffron (Crocus Sativus), a small bulb, grows wild in Iran and the Himalayas. Also used in cuisine, its dried stigmas however produce a coloured and pungent ingredient which happens to be a powerfully exhilarating substance. We learn this from a famous pharmacological treatise written by Nezāmi’s contemporary, the Andalusian scholar Ibn al-Baytar (d. 1248): ‘saffron, put into wine, causes strong intoxication and, because it is so exhilarating, it can cheer one up to the pitch of madness’.[endnoteRef:64] [64:  Ibn al-Baytar, al-Jami’ li mufradat al-adawiya wa’l-aghdiya, Le Traité des Simples, tr. Française par L. Leclerc, Notices et extraits des Manuscrits de la Bibliothèque Nationale et autres bibliothèques, (no place, Institut National de France, repr. Institut du Monde Arabe, (no date), vol. B, pp. 209–10. See also van Ruymbeke, Science and Poetry in Medieval Persia, p. 37.] 

Another example gives a further glimpse of Nezāmi’s sophisticated play with pharmacology.[endnoteRef:65] As Eskandar and a Chinese slave-girl seduce one another, a hot interlude occurs during which, inevitably: [65:  I have analysed this example with other parallel passages in Christine van Ruymbeke, ‘From Culinary Recipe to Pharmacological Secret for a Successful Wedding Night: The Scientific Background of Two Images Related to Fruit in the Xamse of Nezāmi Ganjavi’, Persica XVII (2001), pp. 127–35.] 


	به بادام و روغن در افتاده قند
	بهم درخزيده دو سرو بلند


(SN 58, 166, ‘Eskandar Sports with the Chinese Slave-girl’, p. 1,157)

The two tall cypresses crept together, the candy-sugar fell into the almond and oil!

Bādām (almond) and qand (sugar) are generally known as metaphors respectively for the eye and the lips, or the words;[endnoteRef:66] but such a reading robs the passage of sense: How could lips fall into eyes and oil? The context points in the direction of a description of love-making, as the whole passage (SN 58, 153–168) first describes the amorous game, followed by several beyts with explicit sexual meaning. Our imagination may fantasise about the best way to translate this evocative image. But it seems evident that Nezami’s innovative metaphor derives from his awareness of the precise pharmacological effect of the combination of the substances, which suddenly clarifies the loaded imagery. Indeed, the simultaneous sampling of almonds and sugar ‘augments the production of sperm’.[endnoteRef:67] This cheeky metaphor must have been a particular favourite of his, as it appears on two other occasions, describing similar circumstances: in the Makhzan al-Asrār (MA 18, 12) and in the Khosrow o Shirin (KS 89, 102).  [66:  See, for example, Steingass, Persian-English Dictionary, p. 752: ‘shakkar-bādām, Sugared-almonds. Dried apricots stuffed with almonds, the eye and lip of a mistress’. We should read this as a tempting recipe of sticky almonds fried in oil!]  [67:  Ibn al-Baytar, al-Jami, citing Mansuri, Vol. C, p. 243.] 

In the course of my analysis of Nezāmi’s involvement with science, I was unable to conclude to a difference in the level of the scholarly references between the different masnavis.[endnoteRef:68] This indicates that Nezāmi deemed it unnecessary to vary his learned style as he moved between patrons. The latters’ decisive influence appears to have been limited to the masnavis’ topics, as seen above. I am thus suggesting that the particular manner in which learned allusions mingle with the poetic imagery was Nezāmi’s own literary technique. Incidentally, it might be that the poet also wished to foster interest in sciences by teasing his audience with scientific references, or, alternatively, that he was addressing a sophisticated public who would have enjoyed placing the references in their scientific context.  [68:  Van Ruymbeke, Science and Poetry in Medieval Persia, p. 178.] 

Exemplifying Lefevere’s ‘spirited rewriter’,[endnoteRef:69] pillaging the storehouse of stories, adapting and deforming these to his purpose, peppering his verses with scientific references – and above all, using his narratives in order to illustrate a philosophical message – Nezāmi has the final word, throwing the following challenge at us: [69:  Lefevere, Translation, Rewriting and the Manipulation of Literary Fame, pp. 50–1.] 


	بدين کاسدی در نشايد فروخت
	خريدار در چون صدف ديده دوخت

	همی حاجت آيد به گوهر پسند
	مرا با چنين گوهری ارجمند


(SN 7, 14–15, ‘About the Nobility of This Book’, p. 967)

A buyer of pearls as blind as an oyster: one should not sell anything to such a despicable individual. I, possessor of such a precious jewel, I need someone who can appreciate it!

